This research paper looks at a change in policy on English language and its implications to public institutions of higher learning in Malaysia. In 2000 the Ministry of Education of Malaysia introduced a common public examination on English which was known as Malaysian University English Test (MUET) for all pre-university students. Its introduction created uncertainties, language centres at these institutions which used to service university students suddenly found the need to review or revamp their English language (EL) programmes so that there is no overlapping with the MUET syllabus but one which is in continuity of the MUET programme. Universiti Sains Malaysia at Penang, Malaysia carried out pilot tests on the pre university students. The findings provide insights on the proficiency level of the students and also the need to review and revamp the existing EL programmes so as to stay relevant and in continuity of MUET. Most students are clustered in band 3 of the MUET scores. To stay relevant, the minimum English language entry requirement for university new entrants should be one level higher and the appropriate choice is band 4 scores. And students scoring less are recommended to repeat MUET or follow remedial courses to enhance their proficiency.
Problem statement: When the Ministry of Education of Malaysia introduced the Malaysian University
English Test (MUET) for pre-university students in the year 2000, it created a far reaching implication. Language centres at public institutions of higher learning face uncertainties whether their existing English language (EL) programmes are still relevant or immediate changes need to be made so that its programmes are not overlapping but are in continuity of the MUET programme.
With this new development in the ministry's policy, Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) at Penang, Malaysia saw the need to make changes in order to keep the relevancy of its English courses. To ensure continuity and not overlapping of MUET, the following research questions are investigated:
What is the students' level of proficiency?
ii.
What is the most appropriate entry level to register for English proficiency courses?
iii.
What are the changes recommended to the existing EL programmes?
RELATED LITERATURE REVIEW
Before any course is drawn up, a learner analysis has to be made. Nunan (1985:7) justifies needs analysis as 'Pedagogically, the most powerful argument in favour of a needs-based course is a motivational one … One way of improving motivation is to orientate content towards those areas that most interest learners and which are perceived by them as being more relevant.' Wilkins (1974:58) however, states 'the first principle of a sound approach to language teaching is to know what the objectives of teaching are.' He also mentions that it is necessary to predict what kind of language skills will be of greatest value to the learner. So it implies that a preliminary analysis of the learner needs and expectations will be a prerequisite in any course design whether for general or specific purposes.
Van Ek (1975:2) mentioned that an individual needs will undoubtedly vary widely, yet organized education can only cater for the individual learner if he can be regrouped with other learners to form a sufficiently large class to justify the efforts and finances required to satisfy his needs. The problem is not so much of specifying in detail the needs of individual learner but rather the problem of identifying needs shared by substantial number of learners. Pragmatic considerations dictates that the enthusiasm to base language programmes on a prior, careful specification of communication needs ought to take into consideration the fact that not all individual needs can realistically be satisfied by any programme. Thus there are practical limits to the kind of "specialization" that an English for Specific Purposes (ESP) course design can realistically be expected to achieve.
The concept of 'needs' in today's English language learning environment refers not only to the needs of the learner but also takes into consideration the teaching institutions (university), user-institutions (companies, business, and banking sectors) and also the larger spectrum -society. It is important for the researchers to take into account the needs of the university as to why the learner needs the language for, so that the curriculum that is designed will include both the needs of the learner and the needs of the establishment. Brindley (1989:70) divides needs into objective and subjective needs. The objective needs are derived from factual information about the learner and his usage of the language in the real life situation. The learner's current language proficiency and difficulties are taken into consideration.
Where else the subjective needs refer to the learner's wants and expectations.
Some insights are provided by Munby (1978) and Robinson (1991: 3) on two aspects of this research and they are (i) analysis of needs based on the students' performance in relation to the MUET scores and (ii) the ESP course design needs to be reviewed by the language centre at USM. The first aspect touches on the need for an analysis of the learner's language proficiency before an English course is designed. Mundy considers this feature a key instrument. According to Robinson (1991) language learning is not due to interest on the language culture but for specific work purposes. Thus the EL courses have to be goal-directed.
From the review of the above literature, the researchers gain information on needs analysis and course design that are crucial when reviewing the learners' proficiency level and the relevancy of existing EL programmes at USM.
APPROACH
This is a qualitative study guided by the protocol of Hutchinson and Waters' model (1987) of needs analysis. It takes into consideration two aspects: (a) the English language needs of the learners and (b) the teaching institution (university). According to Hutchinson and Waters before embarking on any course design, the researchers have to keep the following questions in mind:
(i) why the learners need to learn English (ii) when is English used (iii) what is the course content, and (iv) who the learners need to communicate with.
For the purpose of sampling, the researchers used the random sampling method. 120 students of the pre-university programme are chosen.
Two tests (pre and post tests) are carried out; the pre test is conducted at the beginning of the first semester and the post test is conducted at the end of the second semester after the students have followed two semesters of an English language course. For the purpose of validity and reliability, the researchers rely on the Ministry of Education of Malaysia Examinations Council question papers and marking scheme. Appended below is the aggregated score and description of aggregated scores that are given by the Council: 
RESULTS
The researchers tabulate the findings of the pre-test which was conducted at the beginning of Semester I as shown below: From Table 1 , it can be seen that 107 out of 120 selected students attended the pre-test and 106 students complete the four tested skills (listening, speaking, writing and reading). From Table 3 , it can be seen that out of 106 students, 89 complete the four tested skills. Table 4 shows that the highest concentration of students is still found in Band 3 (50.6%). Thus, to answer research question (i) the researchers compare the outcome of the pre and post tests and find that the students level of proficiency is band 3. They are modest user of English and have a fair ability to function in the language.
After undergoing two semesters of an English language course, the students' EL proficiency level has improved tremendously. The percentage of students in band 4 has increased by 17.6% (the difference between pre test 21.7% and post test 39.3%). These students are termed satisfactory user of English and are generally fluent.
To answer research question (ii), the researchers deduce that to see continuity from secondary to tertiary level and to consolidate and enhance the English language ability of students, a higher minimum entry requirement has to be taken. The researchers suggest band 4 as the bench mark for a minimum entry requirement to follow the EL courses at public institutions of higher learning. From a wider perspective, band 4 is a more appropriate choice. Thus the students need to secure band 4 before they are allowed to take the university proficiency courses. This will send a message that the students need to be proficient in English.
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
With the introduction of MUET to pre-university students, the language centres at public institutions of higher learning have been alerted on the need to review and revamp their existing EL courses so as to be in consistent with the government policy. And to answer research question (iii), the researchers look into the existing entry requirements of the proficiency courses at Universti Sains Malaysia as shown in Table 5 . The findings of the two tests (pre and post tests) as shown in Tables 2 (45.3% ) and 4 (50.6%) depict a better understanding of the students' proficiency level. It shows that the highest concentration of students is clustered in band 3. However, using band 4 (satisfactory user) as a barometer, the existing courses are no longer relevant. New courses need to be designed so that they are in continuity of MUET and meet the Ministry of Education of Malaysia English language policy.
The entry requirements which are based on SPM (equivalent to Ordinary Level) grades as shown in Table 5 are not relevant any more and need to be replaced by the MUET scores. Table 6 shows a new entry requirements and the courses: It is recommended that students who in Bands 1, 2 and 3 (scores 179 and below) will have to repeat MUET. The researchers equate their status to that of the existing levels 100 and 200 students. And at this level it is more viable to let the students either repeat MUET or follow some form of remedial courses before letting them register for the suggested new academic English course which is a common paper for level 300 students. The syllabus for level 1 should be tailored to incorporate the existing levels 100 and 200 syllabuses.
Students who secure band 4 scores should be allowed direct entry into level 300 of the university new ESP courses and the syllabus is designed to incorporate the existing levels 300 and 400 syllabuses. Level 400 is a totally new course (English professional papers) and it has to be tailored towards meeting the needs of students who are in bands 5 and 6. Obviously it is of a higher standard than the existing Level 400 syllabus.
The researchers suggest that students who secure Band 6 are exempted from taking any proficiency courses and instead are encouraged to register for English professional papers such as Public Speaking and Speech Writing, Creative Writing, Advanced Spoken English and Writing for Professional Purposes, to name some.
A change of policy, with the introduction of MUET by the Ministry of Education of Malaysia for pre university students, has direct implications on the existing English programmes at public institutions of higher learning. Universiti Sains Malaysia takes an immediate action to revamp its programmes so that they are in continuity of MUET and not an overlapping of MUET.
